The primary purpose of this study was to determine employees' perceptions of a wellness program resulting from collaboration between a small rural industry and a College of Nursing. Focus group methods were used to elicit evaluative data from 27 employees. A semi-structured interview guide of open-ended questions was used to elicit information. The employees readily identified the screenings and information they had received related to hypertension, blood sugar, and cholesterol to be helpful. Health behavior changes the employees identified based on the health promotion activities and screenings included diet changes, different food preparations, and exercise. The screenings were found to be beneficial because they helped them to understand the significance of the results and how they could alter them with health behaviors. The repeated screenings provided an opportunity for them to see how health behavior changes had affected their results.
F or more than 2 decades, many worksites have been involved in health promotion programs for their employees (Bagwell & Bush, 1999) . The benefits of these programs have been recognized nationally and are important for both employers and employees. Employers benefit from reduced absenteeism, increased productivity, lower health care costs, and increased job satisfaction. Employees benefit from improved health and fitness, lower health care costs, enhanced job satisfaction, and the ability to assume greater responsibility for their own health (Bagwell & Bush, 1999; Pencak, 1991) .
Companies have offered their employees myriad health promotion activities, fitness programs, and services to encourage healthy lifestyles and enhance health behavior changes (Sofie, 2000) . The programs offered are diverse and range from single interventions and awareness programs to creating a workplace environment that supports and encourages healthy lifestyles. The highestlevel program is one that creates a supportive environment through a comprehensive program that includes ongoing health screenings, classes, and regular health promotion activities (Pencak, 1991) . Additionally, in such programs, it is clear that corporations value the employees' participation in the program. Regardless of what is offered, wellness programs are considered to be a win-win situation for both the employers and the employees (Brooks, 2001) .
Thus far, it is mainly large corporations that have been able to offer comprehensive health promotion programs to their employees. Examples include LifeSteps offered by General Motors, the 2000 Health Challenge offered by BP Amoco, Live/or Life offered by Johnson and Johnson, Total Life Concept offered by AT&T Communications, and Stay Well offered by Control Data. The activities, benefits, and outcomes from these programs have been reported in the literature (McGlynn, McDonald, Champagne, Bradley, & Walker, 2003; Hoyle & Duke, 2000; Pencak, 1991) . Less is known about the health of employees and programs offered in small industries (Williams & Wold, 2000; Wold & Williams, 1996) . Healthy People 20 I0 addresses concerns about the absence of preventive health programs in small industries. Objective 7.6 aims to increase to at least 50% the number of employees 18 or older who participate in employer sponsored health promotion activities at the work setting (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2000).
EMPLOYEE WELLNESS PROGRAM
Mannington Wood Floors is a small industry in Epes, Alabama, a town of approximately 200 residents, in rural Sumter County, part of the "Black Belt" of the south. The Black Belt is recognized nationally as an area with health disparities because of lack of access to care and the low socioeconomic status of the residents (Alabama Department of Public Health, 2003) . Mannington Wood Floors employs 109 associates and produces veneer for engineered wood floors. It operates three shifts daily.
As part of the health outreach mission to rural west Alabama, the Capstone College of Nursing contracted with Mannington Wood Floors to provide an Employee Wellness Program that could also serve as a site for occupational health nursing experience for senior students in community health nursing and a site for faculty research. Each semester students go to Mannington for 3 days. On the two screening days, they provide blood pressure, blood sugar, cholesterol, and pulse checks for every employee on each shift. Also, the employees are questioned about health risks related to family history and eating and exercise habits, which provide the opportunity for individual health counseling related to actual or potential problems. This counseling is further facilitated by access to previous screening data.
On teaching days, students provide health education on such topics as hypertension, heart attack, diabetes mellitus, stroke, atherosclerosis, healthy diet, importance of exercise, effect of smoking on health, stress reduction, and cancer awareness and screening. These teaching sessions are offered two to three times during the day to provide an opportunity for all employees to participate. During the past 5 years, the employees have had an opportunity to participate in health screening days 10 times and in health teaching days 8 times.
Althoughfacultyand studentsbelievedthat the employees were satisfied with the program, the program was never formally evaluated. The purpose of this study was to evaluateemployees' perceptionof the EmployeeWellnessProgram and to determine the benefitsand possibleareas for improvement.
METHOD

Design
Focus group methods were selected for data collection. Employees' perceptions of the Mannington Wellness Program were explored in group interviews. Focus group methods were used to elicit evaluative data about the activities from employees who had participated in atleast one of the screenings or classes. An advantage of this type of data collection is the stimulation and synergy created as partici- 
What Does This Mean for Workplace Application?
Industries are an ideal site for nursing students to work with a community-based, well population. Occupational health nurses are in a key position to initiate population-wide screenings through collaboration with schools of nursing. Therefore, the industry and workers benefit from health services notusually available to them. Another implication involves lack of exercise equipment available to many employees in rural areas. Management atother rural industries should consider onsite exercise equipment to promote employee health.
pants hear each other's responses and have their own experiences validated (Krueger, 1995; Stewart & Shamdasani, 1990) . A semi-structured interview guide of open-ended questions was used to elicit information about the employees' experiences, perceptions, and suggestions related to the program (see Sidebar) . These open-ended questions were designed to allow the participants to focus on and to describe their experiences in the Wellness Program.
Sample
The number of participants ranged from 7 to 10 per group with a total of 27 employees participating in the focus groups. The participants were divided almost equally by gender with 13 men and 14 women. Twenty-one were Black and 6 were White. All three shifts were represented and 85% of the participants worked the day shift-the shift with the majority of employees. Most of the employees had worked for the company for more than 10 years. Age distribution fell into three categories with 40% between ages 29 and 39, 44% between ages 40 and 49, and 16% older than 50. Twenty-one employees were hourly and 6 were salaried. The industry population included 79 male and 30 female associates. Eighty-two percent were Black and 18% were White with 93 hourly and 16 salaried associates.
Procedure
Approval to conduct the study was received from the institutional review boards at the University of Alabama and Mannington Wood Floors. Participants were recruited using fliers with information about the study posted on bulletin boards at the plant. The Human Resource Manager assisted and encouraged participation by scheduling times and days for the group sessions that were convenient for the employees. The participants voluntarily chose to participate in one of three' focus groups on a first-come basis with a limit of 10 employees per group.
The groups were led by two moderators experienced in conducting focus groups and who had been involved in the Wellness Program. Informed consent was obtained at the beginning of each group session and a brief demographic questionnaire was completed. Each group session was au-
Interview Guide for Focus Groups
How have the health promotion and screenings conducted bythe University of Alabama nursing students been helpful to you?
What has been the most helpful? Why?
Have you changed your health behaviors as a result of the program?
Have you been told to seek further medical care because of the screenings? If so, did you?
Are there other screenings we could do that you would find helpful?
Do you have suggestions for improving the program?
diotaped, and the moderators took observational notes. The sessions lasted approximately I hour, and were held in conference rooms at the plant after the employees' shift ended. At the end of each session, participants were paid $15.
Data Analysis
Demographic data, observational notes, and verbatim transcripts from the audiotapes served as data for analysis. Responses to each question were categorized and coded, and major themes were identified. The investigators reviewed the data independently, and then met to compare categorizations and review any discrepancies. After all the categories or themes were agreed upon, all of the responses were assigned to the appropriate area.
FINDINGS
The data indicated that employee participation in the Wellness Program was very high with 62% of the sample taking part in all 10possiblescreening days and an additional 8% participating in 9 screening days. Of the eight possible health teaching days, 56% had participated in seven or more, and 89% had participated in four or more. The analysis of their responses revealed distinct themes related to four areas: • Benefits.
• Changes in health behaviors. • Follow-up care and treatment.
• Future needs.
Benefits
The employees were asked how the health promotion activities and screenings had been helpful to them. Many readily identified the screenings and information they had received related to hypertension, blood sugar, and cholesterol to be helpful. They discussed the reassurance they receive from being checked regularly so they did not have to worry about going to a physician. Several were grateful that the students had discovered their blood pressures were elevated and had sent them for further evaluation. One man stated, "When I first started going to see the students my blood pressure was ok. It then got elevated 246 and they sent me to see the doctor...now it is at the level it needs to be." This man had been put on medication.
Not only did employees find the screenings and learning about their results to be helpful, but they also talked about how helpful the information was that they received about ways to control and lower their blood pressure, cholesterol, and blood sugar. One employee had been able to discontinue medication for hyperglycemia and control his blood sugar with diet and exercise after being counseled about his diabetes. Employees talked about how they had learned to change their diet, drink more water, lose weight, and exercise to be healthier. One of the women talked about how helpful the class on cancer. detection, including self-breast examination, had been for her. She said it taught her how to perform the examination, as well as what to feel for when examining the breast.
Another major area the employees identified as being helpful was the interest and time the students spent teaching them about their screening results and recommended health behaviors. They said how helpful it was to have the results explained. One man stated, "They don't just say everything looks good or is normal. They talk about what it means." Another one added, "They help me by coming down here and talking to me. They make sure you understand what's what with your condition ... They are real good about talking to you." The employees said how the students' interest in them made them want to have healthier behaviors. They liked knowing when the students were coming so they could "eat right and exercise" prior to the visit. They appreciated the effort expended on them and praised the company for supporting the program. As one employee said, "It is easier to turn bad habits around when you have someone telling you, and encouraging you to do it. So I really appreciate the nurses and I appreciate Mannington for having the nurses here."
Health Behavior Changes
The next area that was evaluated was how the employees had changed behaviors based on the health promotion activities and screenings. Most behavior changes identified were related to diet. They discussed how they had changed their diet to include particular foods, how they prepared food, and how they decreased the amount they ate. The students encouraged employees with high cholesterol to limit their egg consumption to three per week and to decrease saturated fat in their diet. Many of them reported decreasing the amount of meat they ate, particularly pork. The one food item they had decreased the most or even eliminated from their diets was eggs. One employee stated, "I have not eaten an egg in 3 years. I was eating eggs, and I had high cholesterol and now I will not touch them and it has come down...My cholesterol was 264 and now it is normal." The employees talked about watching their diets more carefully. A diet change they reported making was drinking skim or 2% milk rather than whole milk. They reported drinking more water and eating more vegetables.
Employeesalso reported changing their methods of food preparation. They were less likely to cook with fat or bacon for seasoning and were less likely to fry their food and more likely to bake it. As one woman commented, "I try to stay away from fried foods now. I don't eat as much bacon as I used to, and we decreased cooking with pork or animal fat."
The other area the employees reported a major change in behaviors was increased exercise and exercising regularly. Several employeesreported walking regularly. One employee stated, "I do push-ups and other exercise like walking four times weekly."They talked about walking outside of the plant and down by the river during their lunch breaks. A concern raised by the employees was that the nearest access to exercise equipment was 45 minutes away, which made it difficult for them to exercise because of time and weather constraints.
Follow-Up Care
Employees were asked if any of them had sought health care based on screenings or classes. Some employees said they had been advised to see a physician and they had followed up on the students' recommendations. One employee stated, "I was told to go about my cholesterol, and I did go and now I am on cholesterol medication." Another employee was referred for increased blood pressure, and he said, "I did follow up with the doctor. I lost weight and I exercise, but I am also on medication." Several of the employees had been encouraged to seek further evaluation related to their screening results or problems. A few had been sent immediately for care. One man who had been referred to a physician because of his elevated blood pressure stated, "Another thing I like about the students coming is, if you are sick, they make sure you see a doctor that day."
Future Needs
To plan for future health promotion activities and to meet employee wellness needs, employees were asked for suggestions of other possible screenings, health information, and health concerns. Several suggested cardiovascular topics. One man stated, "I would like to have the breakdown in cholesterol in case I have a problem I can cut it off ahead of time." They were interested in different body systems and organs and how they functioned. Others requested information on height and weight, such as recommended weight ranges for height and bone structure.
Another topic the employees requested was over-thecounter medications and herbs and how they could impact one's health and health-related conditions. One woman stated, "I was taking some herbs over-the-counter, and I went to the doctor, and he told me not to take them because they made my blood pressure go up." Another employee reported a similar experience with increased blood pressure while taking over-the-counter cough medications.
Female employees had special requests for information. These topics included menopause, iron deficiency anemia, and hysterectomies. One stated, "I would like to know more about menopause and bone density."
The very nature of employees' work, which requires lifting and repetitive motion, enhanced desire for information. Employees requested education about bone and joint problems and arthritis. Some were interested in information to help them adjust to working different shifts.
Other screenings requested were vision, hearing, and tuberculosis (TB) skin testing. One middle-aged employee re-ported, "I had a TB skin test done when I was 18and working in a nursing home, but haven't had one since." She requested information about having the test performed again and the procedure for testing. They were also interested in learning about and receiving tetanus and influenza immunizations.
Finally, because of the rural location of the industry, employees recognized the need to have access to exercise equipment. Many suggested they would increase their exercise if equipment were available. One employee stated, "I do pretty well with exercise in the warm months, but there is nowhere to exercise around here and it is pretty cold in the early morning before work or the evenings after work." They brainstormed about strategies to increase the likelihood of their exercising and to gain access to equipment. Most of them felt the best possible solution would be to have a designated area and equipment on site at the plant. Because of their interest in walking, they felt treadmills would be ideal exercise equipment.
DISCUSSION
When evaluating the effectiveness of occupational health programs, it is critical to determine if the employees' interests and needs are met as well as assessing changes in their interests and needs (Sofie, 2000) . The study findings suggest that the Mannington Wood Floors' employees value the Wellness Program established with the Capstone College of Nursing, and that it is meeting their interests and needs. They described a number of ways the program had been helpful to them in enhancing their knowledge related to health. It is not surprising that the screenings were beneficial both in understanding the significance of the results and how to change the results by altering health behaviors. Of particular interest were blood pressure readings, because the population is at particular risk for hypertension. Several employees were not aware that their blood pressure was high. Capriotti, Kirby, and Smeltzer (2000) studied unrecognized high blood pressure at a mid-size corporation and found rates of I 1% high normal and 30% hypertensive. High normal was defined as a systolic of 130 to 139 mm Hg or a diastolic of 85 to 89 mm Hg. Most of their participants assumed their blood pressures were normal. Since that study, the National Institutes of Health has redefined high normal hypertension or pre-hypertension. The National Institutes of Health (2004) currently define high normal or pre-hypertension as a blood pressure between 120/80 mm Hg and 139/89 mm Hg. Considering this broadened measurement parameter for high normal or pre-hypertension, Capriotti et a1.'s findings (2000) would likely be even greater.
After learning their total cholesterol value and being counseled about normal values and ways to alter them, many of the employees discussed changes in their diet and exercise habits. The repeated screenings provided an opportunity for them to visualize how health behavior changes had impacted their values. Williams and Wold's (2000) study on cholesterol among workers at a small worksite found that rural employees were able to reduce their cholesterol levels significantly after education-based individual interviews focused on exercise and diet. They discussed the importance of reaching rural populations at the worksite and found rural individuals to have less knowledge about personal risk factors than urban individuals. They recommended increased efforts at small worksites to evaluate health status of workers and effectiveness of health promotion interventions.
The value the employees voiced related to the students' individual attention must be recognized. The appreciation for the individual attention they received was evident. Edington (2004) stressed the importance and the value of touch and the undivided attention the employees receive during screening as the most important aspect of screening employees in a wellness program.
The interest and need for access to exercise equipment was presented to management at the plant. The employees' suggestions for access to treadmills were also shared. The company created a special area to use as an exercise room. The room was remodeled, painted, and fitted with wood floors. Two treadmills were purchased within a month of the study. The employees used these during their meal times, breaks, and before and after work. Because of the constant use and high demand as recorded on an employee log, two more treadmills were purchased the following month.
The change in dietary habits and food preparation by the employees also requires recognition. As part of southern culture, food is frequently fried, vegetablesare seasoned with animal fat, bacon and eggs are common breakfast foods, and meats high in fat are typically consumed. The changes that occurred were significant because employees made changes in habits that had been ingrained since childhood.
Both partners benefit from the collaboration because the program meets the College's and University's education, service, and research mission. An additional aspect of the Wellness Program was it provided a rich clinical experience for community health nursing students with an occupational health aggregate.
Limitations
The present study is limited by a small sample of workers who were willing to share their perceptions of the program in a group. While efforts were made to ensure all interested individuals could participate, it is possible that some interested workers were not able to attend. Also, if any of the workers had had a negative experience in the program, they may not have participated in the study. Despite the efforts to ensure that each participant had the opportunity to respond to the questions, some of the participants were more vocal, and may have had more influence on the findings.
Further research on similar programs is needed with larger samples, at more worksites, and in other geographical areas. There is a particular need for more research in rural areas and at small companies with health promotion programs.
PRACTICAL APPLICATION AND IMPLICATIONS
This study demonstrates the success and positive outcomes of a nursing school and a small industry partnering to meet health care needs. Industries are an ideal site for nursing students to work with a community-based well population. The students have the opportunity to practice psychomotor skills, such as blood pressure and finger 248 sticks, as well as teaching and communication skills. The employees benefit from early detection of health problems and education that empowers them to make lifestyle modifications to enhance their health and decrease the risk of developing disease.
Because of the demands of the occupational health nurse's role, it may be difficult to routinely screen all employees for hypertension, diabetes, and hyperlipidemia. However, occupational health nurses are in a key position to initiate population-wide screenings through collaboration with schools of nursing. The industry and workers benefit from health services that are not usually available to them.
This collaboration would likely be welcomed by schools of nursing because of the lack of similar clinical sites. For industries not fortunate enough to be able to partner with schools of nursing, another option would be to consider hiring a nurse who can occupy multiple roles, such as safety director or human resources manager, as well as nurse. Another option would be to have a nurse employed on a parttime basis. Due to the lack of exercise equipment available to many employees working in rural areas or small industries, management should consider onsite exercise equipment to promote employee health, morale, and camaraderie.
